Culture in interaction: What micro-analysis of real life interactions can contribute to the study of intercultural communication by Brandt A
 Newcastle University ePrints 
 
Brandt A. Culture in interaction: What micro-analysis of real life interactions 
can contribute to the study of intercultural communication. In: BAAL/CUP 
Applied Linguistics Seminar Programme 2009: Key Themes in Intercultural 
Communication Pedagogy. 2009, Sheffield: British Association for Applied 
Linguistics and Cambridge University Press. 
Copyright: 
The author retains the rights to this publication from the BAAL/CUP Applied Linguistics Seminar 
Programme 2009: Key Themes in Intercultural Communication Pedagogy held in 2009 in Sheffield.  
Further information on publisher website: http://www.baal.org.uk/seminars_cup.html 
Date deposited:  04-08-2014 
Version of file: Author Manuscript 
 
 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported License 
 ePrints – Newcastle University ePrints 
http://eprint.ncl.ac.uk 
 
1	  
 
 
 
BAAL/CUP Applied Linguistics Seminar Programme 2009: 
Key Themes in Intercultural Communication Pedagogy 
 
Seminar proceedings 
 
Culture in interaction: What micro-analysis of real life interactions can 
contribute to the study of intercultural communication 
Adam Brandt 
Newcastle University 
 
 
Abstract 
To demonstrate the importance of a discourse approach to the understanding of 
intercultural communication (ICC), this paper will present a conversation analytical 
interpretation of interculturality. This ethnomethodological approach will be shown to 
offer an alternative perspective on ICC, by explicating what people actually say and 
do (as opposed to what they are purported to do) in interaction. 
 
Using recordings of naturally-occurring talk, the role of culture and cultural identities 
in interaction will be explored. Examples from previous research (e.g. Mori 2003; 
Nishizaka 1995), as well as from a corpora of audio recordings of English language 
Skypecasts (multinational, multi-participant online voice-based chat rooms) will be 
used to show: (1) how the relevance of interculturality in interaction can change on a 
moment-by-moment basis, (2) that culture and cultural identities can be used by 
interlocutors as interactional resources and (3) that cultures and cultural practices are 
not treated as static entities by interactants, but are contested, negotiated and co-
constructed through talk. 
 
It will be argued that an alternative perspective on ICC can be offered by such fine-
detailed examination of interactants’ actual behaviour. From this view, culture and 
cultural identities are not assumed to be omnirelevant in communication. Instead, they 
can be viewed as resources upon which interlocutors can draw to achieve social and 
interactional goals. Further, interculturality can be seen to be an on-going, dynamic 
phenomenon both shaped by, and shaping, communication. It will also be argued that 
it is essential to consider such an approach when teaching ICC, not least because, in 
order to fully understand interaction, one should examine what is demonstrably 
relevant to those engaged in it. 
 
 
1.  Introduction 
There has been a growth in research and teaching in both intercultural communication 
(ICC) and the micro analysis of social interaction over the past few decades. Despite 
this, very few studies have actually attempted to combine the two. In this paper, it will 
be demonstrated how a different perspective and extra insight can be brought to the 
study of ICC when using a micro-analytic lens. In so doing, it will be argued that 
more research should adopt a micro-analytic approach, and, more specifically, that 
conversation analysis and its ethnomethodological principles should be taught to 
students of ICC. This appears to be particularly true since studying what people 
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actually say and do in communication should surely be the best way of understanding 
communication. 
 
In the next section, a brief outline of the micro-analytic modes of inquiry will be 
offered. This will begin with a short explanation of the basic principles of 
ethnomethodology, which will be followed by an introduction to two of the most 
commonly used research tools in ethnomethodological research – conversation 
analysis (CA) and membership categorization analysis (MCA). Since such an 
approach is best explained through exemplification, research which has applied these 
methodologies to the study of interculturality (e.g. Nishizaka 1995, 1999; Mori 2003) 
will be outlined in some greater detail in the subsequent section. Such research has 
demonstrated (for example) how (1) interculturality is constituted in an through the 
course of an interaction, (2) interculturality can be seen to be variably relevant or 
irrelevant at different times in an interaction, and (3) how cultural identities can be 
used as resources within an interaction. Finally, an attempt will be made to elaborate, 
and build, upon that body of existing research by examining an example taken from 
my own corpora. The paper will conclude with a consideration of some of the 
implications of this research approach to the study, teaching and learning of ICC. 
 
 
2.  Micro-analytic modes of inquiry 
 
2.1  Ethnomethodology 
Put very simply, ethnomethodology begins with the position that social life and 
interaction is a continuous display of people’s understanding of what is going on (e.g. 
Garfinkel 1967; Hester and Eglin 1997). As such, the ‘methods’ in ethnomethodology 
refers not to that of the researcher using this approach in his/her research, but to those 
used by those being researched, or the: 
 
the body of common-sense knowledge and the range of procedures and 
considerations by means of which the ordinary members of society make 
sense of, and find their way about in, and act on the circumstances in 
which they find themselves. (Heritage 1984: 4). 
 
Ethnomethodology began in reaction against the then dominant Parsonian approach to 
social research (e.g. Parsons 1937). Harold Garfinkel saw this top-down, functionalist 
approach, and its focus on categorising, defining and determining the macro rules of 
societ, as hugely problematic. Instead, he suggested that how the participants 
themselves, and not the researchers, make sense of their social world is worthy of 
investigation. 
 
As such, ethnomethodological research takes a bottom-up, data driven approach, and 
does not begin with any a priori theory or ideas of what will be important or relevant 
to the research. Nothing is deemed to be important or relevant to the research until it 
can be seen to be relevant to those being researched. Therefore, it is essential for 
ethnomethodological research to take an emic (participants) perspective. This 
understanding of emic goes further than to simply ask those concerned what they 
think, but to seek demonstrable evidence for their understandings in their actual 
behaviour. That is, the ‘emic’ in ethnomethodological research is the participants’ 
perspective in the moment – meaning is determined locally and on a moment-by-
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moment basis. This principle is centrally relevant to the two main modes of 
ethnomethodological inquiry – conversation analysis (CA) and membership 
categorization analysis (MCA). 
 
 
 
2.2  Conversation analysis 
CA is the study of human action as manifested through talk-in-interaction. Its focus is 
on the fine-detailed examination of audio (or audio-visual) recordings, supported by 
written transcripts, of participants engaged in social interaction. The principle aim of 
CA practitioners is to unpack the sequential organisation of the interaction, and in so 
doing understand how interaction is perceived by those involved in it.  
 
CA can be seen as a reaction against the Chomskyian notion that actual speech could 
not be analysed, since it is an inferior, unstructured, disorganised version of an 
idealized speech. The first proponents of a CA approach to the study of social 
interaction demonstrated how there is actually order at all points in interaction (e.g. 
Schegloff and Sacks 1973; Schegloff, Jefferson and Sacks 1977; Sacks, Schegloff and 
Jefferson 1974; Schegloff 2007). By closing examining mundane conversation, these 
researchers shed light on the finely-grained organisation of real speech, in terms of 
(for example): 
 
• turn-taking - the set of practices by which who speaks when is organised 
• repair – how interactants deal with ‘trouble’ in the talk, in terms of speaking, 
hearing, or understanding 
• sequence organisation – how actions are ordered in conversation 
• preference organisation – the organisation of affiliative and disaffiliative 
responses 
 
It must be noted that this understanding of order at all points, despite common talk of 
the ‘machinery’ of social interaction, does not mean that CA practitioners see 
interaction as determined by rules or laws in the sense of physical or natural laws. 
Rather, these are normative expectations that interactants demonstrably orient to. As a 
crude example, if a question is asked, both the asker and the asked know that a 
response is expected to follow. Of course, this is not to say that a response will be 
forthcoming. However, a non-response might well be marked as unusual, and the non-
answerer may well be accountable and sanctionable for his actions (or lack of). 
 
Another key principle in CA is that of next turn proof procedure. That is, we can see 
how one turn is understood by examining the subsequent turn. Again, this is essential 
to CA since there has to be demonstrable evidence of what the interactants expect of, 
and understand in, their local context.  
 
Finally, CA understands talk (and other conduct) as constantly context shaping and 
context renewing. That is, something said (or done) in an interaction has been shaped 
by, and so can only be understood by considering, that which has gone before. 
Similarly, that said thing then reshapes the context, and will impact upon what will be 
said subsequently. As such, a key question in CA research is, “why that, like that, 
now?” – what do the interactants show to understand of the micro-context by the 
placement and design of a turn. 
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2.3  Membership categorisation analysis 
While also focussing on the micro-details of social interaction, membership 
categorisation analysis (MCA) focuses on the common sense knowledge of social 
structures and categories. The term membership categories was coined by Harvey 
Sacks (1992); he suggested that they are the classifications or social types which can 
be used to describe an individual. This concept has since been extended to include 
categories for ‘collectivities’ and non-personal objects (Hester and Eglin 1997). Sacks 
observed that any one individual can be categorised in many different ways, and that 
there is a difference between the ‘correctness’ and the ‘relevance’ of applications of 
categories. He pointed out while that many categories are objectively true, only 
certain ones will be relevant at any given time (for example, that I am white is correct, 
but it is not relevant as I write this paper). So how and why specific categories are 
made relevant by participants in interaction can tell us something about how they 
perceive themselves, others, and the interaction in which they are engaged. 
 
Further, when a category is made relevant, a whole collection of related categories are 
subsequently made relevant (when my whiteness becomes relevant, my interlocutor’s 
ethnicity may also). Sacks termed this concept ‘membership categorisation devices’ 
(MCDs). Further, Sacks argued, one category can belong to more than one MCD. For 
example, ‘baby’ can be related to ‘mother’ in the MCD ‘family’, or can be related to 
‘adult’ in the MCD ‘stages of life’. 
 
Finally, every category and collection of categories can have associated 
characteristics and activities bound to them (‘category bound activities’, CBAs). So, 
when we hear that someone is a student, we may associate characteristics and 
activities to that person as a consequence. And similarly, if we hear an individual 
described through a number of characteristics and activities, we may assume that they 
belong to a particular category. This is, of course, not to say that certain categories do 
lead to related characteristics and/or activities, but such associations can be seen to 
exist. 
 
The ideas and concepts behind CA and MCA have informed the research to be 
discussed in the next section. As such, it is hoped that some of the ideas outlined so 
far will become clearer as they are applied to the study of interculturality in 
interaction. 
 
 
3.  Interculturality 
The following quotation captures succinctly the position ethnomethodological micro-
analysis takes with regard to the study of interculturality: 
 
for the purposes of CA analysis we do not initially take culture and cultural 
frames to be lurking somewhere ‘out there’ in the background, but to be 
evoked by the participants through the details of their interaction. Of 
course macro social structures such as ‘culture’ do exist independently of 
talk. However,…current CA has found it necessary to ground analysis, in 
the first instance, in the details of the talk. (Seedhouse 1998: 88). 
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Again, ethnomethodological research does not begin with any a priori theories or 
assumptions about what is relevant to the interactants until it can be seen to be 
demonstrably relevant by what they say and do. So, no cultural identities or cultural 
characteristics can be predetermined to be relevant to the interaction. In the first study 
to apply this approach to interculturality, Nishizaka took the following as his starting 
point: 
 
When one uses those ‘cultural’ categories like ‘Japanese’ and ‘foreigner’ 
as an explanation by which observable communicational patterns, for 
instance, are to be accounted for, the result is to just presuppose and take 
for granted the fact that the parties are a Japanese and a foreigner or that 
there are cultural differences right there. The analytic problem here, 
however, is not to have suspicions against this fact: Is he really a 
Japanese? Are their cultures really different? Do these categories not 
conceal or limit something important? Etc. The problem here is rather: 
How is it this fact is a ‘real’ fact right there? How is this fact accomplished 
as such? (Nishizaka 1999: 237) 
 
Nishizaka examined radio phone-ins in which international students talked about their 
experiences of studying in Japan. His interest was in how the intercultural nature of 
these interactions was constituted in and through the talk. In other words, his 
motivation was to show how it is that the fact of being intercultural is interactively 
achieved. 
 
Nishizaka’s analysis showed how the Japanese radio host made relevant a Sri Lankan 
student caller’s identity as an outsider in Japan, asking them questions about the 
difficulties they had during their time in the country. While it may be expected that a 
national categorization of one party would lead to the national categorization of 
his/her interlocutors, Nishizaka argues that the categories in use in his data are not 
national (‘Japanese’/’Sri Lankan’), but ‘Japaneseness’/‘foreignness’. This distinction 
is important, since here: 
 
‘Japanese’ is not just a member of a collection whose members 
stand side by side, but rather, together with ‘foreigner’, co-
constitutes a pair whose members are contrasted to one another 
and related asymmetrically. (p. 306) 
 
In other words, depending upon context, Japanese and Sri Lankan may or may not be 
culturally different. Cultural difference is only being made relevant by the interviewer 
through his treating the student as ‘foreign’. It is the category pair 
‘Japanese’/’foreigner’, Nishizaka argues, that makes interculturality relevant to and in 
the interaction. 
 
As with subsequent research which applies this approach, Nishizaka also 
demonstrates how interculturality can be made irrelevant. The below extract 
illustrates his point1. 
 
Excerpt 1 – ‘Technical terms’ 
(adapted from Nishizaka, 1995:308; original in Japanese) 
 
1  A: well, what I definitely want to 
2   ask is: 
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3  B: yes. 
4  A: u::h studying japanese, alright? 
5  B: yes. 
6  A: and speaking to japanese people, 
7   [alright? 
8  B: [yes. 
9  A: then, sometimes don’t you find  
10  what they are saying difficult  
11  to understand? 
12  [I wonder. 
13 B: [yes, I do. 
14  yes, I do. sure, I do. 
15 A: yes. 
16 B: that is, in my company I work 
16  for, and I work 
17  [now. 
18 A: [yes, yes. 
19 B: in that company, that is a  
20  construction company, 
21 A: =yes. 
22 B: there are used many technical  
23  words. 
24 A: =o, technical terms. 
25  [(   ), right? 
26 B: [technical terms (   ) 
27  then, I come across a non- 
28  understandable (for me) wo-  
29  thing, 
30  [sometimes. 
31 A: [U:::::::::h 
32 B: yes. 
 
2 In his utterances at lines 4, 6 and 9-11, the interviewer (A) makes Japaneseness and 
foreignness relevant, by suggesting that learning Japanese and speaking to Japanese 
people must be difficult for the student (B), as a foreigner. However, Nishizaka 
observes that this relevance does not last, as the student answers the question about 
learning Japanese by stating that has had to learn “technical words” (lines 22-23) for 
the work he is doing at a construction company. This, Nishizaka argues, makes 
irrelevant the category pair ‘Japanese’/’foreigner’ and makes relevant the pair 
‘specialist’/‘lay person’, in which it is the (foreign) student who is more entitled to 
talk about ‘technical terms’ than is the (Japanese) interviewer (even though the terms 
in question are Japanese). This point of contesting the relevance of interculturality 
will be returned to later. 
 
In outlining the second aim of his research, Nishizaka argues that: 
 
interaction takes a particular form as a consequence of the 
embodiment in it of an expected relationship between the 
participants, i.e., a relationship bound to the ownership of the 
language, and therefore bound to the category pair. 
‘Japanese’/’foreigner’. (p. 315) 
 
That is, there are interactional features (such as overlap, and ‘grasp claims’, both used 
more extensively by the interlocutor whose first language is being used) which 
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demonstrate the relevance of the interculturality of the interaction. Nishizaka argues 
that the asymmetrical use of overlap and grasp claims illustrate how the Japanese 
interviewer is claiming language ownership and, by consequence implying ‘non-
ownership’ on the part of the student. This making relevant the ‘native speaker’ (NS) 
/ ‘non-native speaker’ (NNS) nature of the interaction further exemplifies the 
‘Japanese’/’foreigner’ nature of it. 
 
Other studies support this suggestion by similarly examining the nature of NS-NNS 
interaction using conversation analysis. For example, Kurhila’s (2006) monograph 
examines in detail institutional interactions between NSs and NNSs of Finnish; she 
illustrates how repair, other correction and reformulations (for example) are organised 
in such interactions, suggests that the organisation is different than is typically noted 
when all parties are using their first language, and argues that the participants are 
orienting to their perceived asymmetrical linguistic competencies 
 
However, there is also some controversy among applied linguistics regarding the 
accuracy of the terms NS and NNS (e.g. Firth and Wagner, 1997), not to mention the 
notion of linguistic competence equating to ‘foreignness’. Returning to Nishizaka’s 
work, I do not wish to comment on his arguments in relation to the Japanese context 
of which he speaks, but it does seem necessary to point out that this argument would 
seemingly not hold with regards to interactions conducted in English, whose position 
as the world’s lingua franca means that ownership claims are controversial and 
contestable. 
 
If Nishizaka’s work showed how “the parties are, so to speak, ‘doing being a 
Japanese (or a foreigner)’ and ‘doing cultural differences’ within interaction” 
(1999:237), then Mori (2003) built upon this research by showing how cultural 
differences and cultural identities can be used as interactional resources. 
 
Mori investigated how Japanese and American students initiate and organise topical 
talk while doing ‘getting to know you’ in an initial encounter. The main focus being 
on sequential development and participation structure, which at times “reflect the 
social identities defined by the participants’ affiliations with different cultures” (p. 
149). 
 
Mori’s research is heavily influenced by Maynard and Zimmerman’s (1984) work on 
unacquainted pairs, in which they observed that pairs who do not share a previous 
history of interaction will often engage in topical talk through questions and answers 
in order to determine common territories. 
 
The researcher deliberately chose a setting in which two ‘national teams’ of students 
are doing ‘getting to know eachother’, in order to see how each team would use 
cultural products of their respective nations as a means of finding common ground. 
This, Mori argues, is making cultural differences relevant (and then later irrelevant). 
 
The questions asked by Mori’s participants concern visiting one another’s countries, 
and experiences and opinions of food and movies from those countries. Mori argues 
that by asking such questions, the participants are attempting to discover shared 
experiences and/or knowledge across cultural boundaries, which may lead to 
effectively extend topical talk. Further, she believes that the very: 
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nominations of topics concerning things Japanese or things 
American, and the allocations of the turns that are evoked by these 
topics, make visible the participants’ orientation to the 
interculturality of the interaction. (p. 152) 
 
For example, when asking “have you seen any Japanese movies?”, by specifically 
referring to Japan, the Japanese student is (1) evoking the division between the 
Japanese and non-Japanese interactants and (2) implicitly directing the question at 
those non-Japanese interactants. It is taken for granted that the Japanese interactants 
will have seen some movies from their home country. So it is the alignment of 
participants as possible respondents when asking questions about cultural items which 
demonstrates that this interaction is being treat as an intercultural one. 
 
Mori also suggests that the organization of participation in discussions once topics 
have been established demonstrates further the intercultural nature of the interaction. 
More specifically, the formation of teams in order to seek help for misunderstandings 
or knowledge gaps are further instances in which interculturality is being made 
relevant by the interactants: 
 
By addressing a request for assistance to a particular 
coparticipant, the participant who has encountered a problem 
treats the coparticipant as someone who shares the knowledge and 
resources for solving the problem, Such an assumption 
demonstrated through verbal and nonverbal conduct also reveals 
how the participants tend to make visible the relevance of 
interculturality at particular moments in interactions. (p. 161) 
 
For example, in discussing American food items, Toru (one of the Japanese students) 
finds himself as the only one of the four interactants not to know what oatmeal is.  
Mori argues that, in selecting his fellow Japanese for assistance, rather than one of the 
American students (who he may presume would have the most ‘authentic’ knowledge 
of oatmeal), Toru is demonstrating that it is the assumption of a shared knowledge 
base and shared experiences which are more critical in the prompt reaching of 
understanding. 
 
Mori also shows how there are times in the interaction between the Japanese and 
American students when the formation of ‘cultural teams’ is rejected, when members 
of the other group interject to offer assistance when group members can not assist one 
another. Mori argues that this is an example of making interculturality irrelevant. 
 
Mori suggests that once a cultural item is recognised by all parties, then this discovery 
of shared knowledge and experience across cultural boundaries can serve to facilitate 
topical talk which deconstructs the formation of cultural teams. This idea of treating 
interculturality as irrelevant could also be seen in Nishizaka’s research, and has been 
explored elsewhere. Day (1998) examined talk in a workplace in Sweden, and noted 
how ‘ethnification’, the making relevant ethnic identities, can be actively contested. In 
the extract below, Lars, Rita (who are Swedish) and Xi (who is ethnically Chinese) 
are planning a work party, and are discussing what food to have at the party. 
 
Excerpt 2 – ‘Party planning’ 
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adapted from Day (1998: 162); original in Swedish 
 
1  Lars:  don’t we have something that, 
2    one can eat that, China or 
3  Rita:  Chinese food is really pretty 
4    good 
5  Xi:  haha ( ) it doesn’t matter, I’ll 
6    eat anything 
7  Rita:  ah (that’s [what I that) 
8  Lars:    [yeah, but this 
9    concerns everyone doesn’t it?	  
 
In lines 1-3, Lars appears to be beginning to suggest that Chinese food would be a 
good option. This is certainly how his colleague Rita understands his utterance, as she 
aligns with the suggestion, stating that ‘Chinese food is really pretty good’ (lines 3-4). 
At lines 5 and 6, we see that Xi takes this suggestion to be on account of her, which 
she suggests is unnecessary (‘haha… it doesn’t matter, I’ll eat anything’). Here we 
can see that she believed that her interlocutors were making her ethnicity relevant, and 
she is contesting (if not outright rejecting) its relevance. What is also interesting to 
note it that Lars implies that the suggestion was not particularly for Xi’s benefit, in 
stating ‘yeah, but this concerns everyone doesn’t it?’ (lines 8-9). Regardless, it does 
appear that that is how Xi initially understood the suggestion, and she felt it necessary 
to disagree. 
 
So far, I have outlined research on interculturality which has shown how cultural 
identities and differences are not necessarily omnirelevant in social interaction, but 
are rather talked into being in and through the interaction. It has also been shown how 
interculturality can be at times relevant to the talk, and used as a resource, but also at 
times treated as irrelevant by all parties, or treated as irrelevant to some parties when 
it is made relevant by others. In this final example, taken from a research paper 
currently in preparation, it will be shown that not only cultural identities, but also 
cultural practices can be used as interactional resources. Further, it will become clear 
that cultural similarities can also be contested within the site of talk-in-interaction. 
 
This extract is taken from a corpus of online, voice-based multi-participant chat 
rooms. While the point of the chat rooms is ostensibly for participants to practice their 
English, there is seldom an explicit orientation to being language learners. Instead, 
participants tend to get acquainted by having fun, making jokes and asking questions 
about eachother and their lives. The below extract exemplifies talk typical of these 
chat rooms. 
 
In the moments leading up to this extract, Sky has just established that many of his 
interlocutors are from South Korea. 
 
Extract 3 - ‘leg of chair’ 
adapted from Brandt and Jenks (in prep) 
	  
1 Sky:  >I wanna a:sk↑  
2   something↓ (0.2) .hh (0.7) is  
3   it↑- is it okay↑ to eat (.) a  
4   dog in k- korea? (0.2) like  
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5   china↓ 
6   (1.3) 
7 Sky:  you [guys]= 
8 June:          [who↑] 
9 Sky:  =eat [dog ]= 
10 James:      [yeah] 
11 Sky:  =too↓ 
12   (0.9) 
13 Sky:  °yeah°= 
14 Dukes: =do you know korean↑= 
15 June:  =yes↑ of course 
16   (1.1) 
17 Sky:  .hh (.) what about- what about  
18   eating, .hh what about eating↑  
19   uh scorpion? 
20   (0.6) 
21 Sky:  do you eat scorpions? 
22   (0.9) 
23 James: no::↓= 
24 June:  =yeah. (0.2) in China people:↓  
25   usually (1.0) they e- eat (0.8) 
26   whole↑ thi:ng↓ (0.4) except 
27   (0.4) the:: (0.2) l:eg of chair↓ 
 
In lines 1 and 2, Sky announces that a question is about to follow (‘I wanna ask 
something’). Though this announcement does not address a particular recipient, his 
question (‘is it okay to eat a dog in Korea?) appears to be addressed to his Korean co-
interactants. The question itself does three things: (1) it positions Sky as someone 
unfamiliar with Korean national cultural practices, (2) it treats those Sky is addressing 
as able to answer his question, and as such, knowledgeable of Korean national culture, 
and (3) it acknowledges and makes relevant the fact that this particular cultural 
practice is not only uncommon, but also morally questionable in some places (‘is it 
okay to eat’, as opposed to, for example, ‘do people eat’). 
 
In lines 4-5, Sky appears to be aware that dog eating may occur in China (‘like 
China’). In doing this, Sky is perhaps able to ‘soften the blow’ of asking this 
potentially delicate topic, by drawing upon China, and using (perceived) practices 
from that country as a cultural reference point. 
 
When no-one responds to his question, Sky asks again, this time rephrasing it as a 
question of actual practice, rather than one with moral implications (from ‘is it okay’ 
to ‘you guys eat too’). This question is overlapped twice, by June (‘who?’, line 8), and 
then James (‘yeah’, line 10). In line 13, James utters ‘yeah’, which Sky appears to 
understand as a response to his question, since he does not ask the question again. It 
can be seen that the Korean participants do orient to Sky’s questions as addressing 
them, since they are the chat room members who respond. As such, we can see that 
the intercultural nature of the interaction is being oriented to by all of those involved 
in the interaction. 
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In lines 17-19, Sky continues his questioning. This time, he ‘ups the ante’ by choosing 
a more ‘unusal’ food item to inquire about (scorpions); here Sky asks if Koreans eat 
scorpions, and later in line 21, reformulates his question (‘do you eat scorpions?’). 
 
In line 23, James answers with a ‘no’, which is then immediately followed by June’s 
‘yeah’. This ‘yeah’ appears to be an indication that June is about to take an extended 
turn; in lines 24-27, June continues, orienting to Sky’s earlier comparison of Korea to 
China, and explaining that ‘in China people usually eat everything except the leg of 
chair’. This would seem to be an inaccurate reproduction of the saying, “in China, 
people eat anything with legs except chairs, and anything that flies except planes”. 
Regardless, June’s intention would appear to be clear - distancing Korean food-eating 
practices from those of China. In fact, later in the interaction, he explicitly makes the 
distinction between Korea and China (‘but in Korea, distinction is preferred from 
China’). In other words, June is saying that in China, people will eat anything, but this 
is not the case in Korea.  
 
This example differs from previous research on interculturality in a number of ways. 
Firstly, in the research by Mori and Nishizaka, the interactants were members of the 
cultures under discussion (e.g. Japanese and American students discussing Japanese 
and American cultural practices and artefacts). In this instance, the national cultures 
under negotiation are not only those of the interactants; Sky draws upon the (claimed) 
Chinese practice of eating dog as means of justifying his (potentially) delicate and 
offensive question. As a result, June also uses Chinese culture for rhetorical purposes, 
making a joke at its expense in order to emphasise that there is a difference between it 
and Korean culture. Here, it appears that a ‘third’ culture is being used as an 
interactional device. 
 
It is important to emphasise that it is not true that ‘Chinese cultural practices’ are 
given facts, or that people in China do eat anything. What is important in this analysis 
is to note that the Chinese practice of eating dog is treated as true by the interactants 
in order to accomplish interactional purposes. Further, in the same short exchange, we 
can see another (perceived) cultural practice being contested. 
 
 
4.  Discussion 
In this paper, previous research in the area of interculturality has been outlined. The 
common theme in the research discussed has been two-fold. Firstly, this research has 
examined recording of actual interaction and attempted to apply a fine-grained micro-
analysis of those interactions in order to attempt to understand how those involved are 
treating their interlocutors and the interactional context. Secondly, this research has 
opted not to take interculturality, or cultural identities and differences, as the starting 
point. Rather, it has looked at how the intercultural nature of the interactions is 
manifest in and through the conduct of the participants involved. In doing so, it is 
possible to see how interculturality can be at times relevant to all parties, at times 
irrelevant to all parties, and at times contestably relevant. Additionally, it has been 
able to shed light on the ways in which cultural identities and cultural practices can be 
used as interactional and rhetorical devices. Finally, the last example gave a glimpse 
into (1) how ‘third’ cultures can be referred to and used for interactional purposes, 
and (2) how some cultural practices can be contested, while others remain treated as 
true (at a particular moment, at least). 
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It is argued that this kind of research can add much to our understanding of how 
individuals and groups behave when engaged in interactions which may be deemed 
intercultural. However, it is also argued that this approach to interculturality has so far 
only scratched the surface of what could be uncovered. More research is required in 
other contexts. For example, all of the research to date has explored non-transactional 
interactions, in which interactants are typically doing little more than getting 
acquainted. While such contexts are clearly a rich source of interesting phenomena, it 
is also necessary to explore if and how interculturality is manifest in interactions in 
which there are other goals, such as in the workplace, and in educational and 
healthcare settings. 
 
Finally, other notions of ‘culture’ should be explored. All of the research to date has 
explored how national cultural differences and identities are manifest. This is clearly 
important, since many interactants appear to draw upon those cultural differences and 
similarities in the first place. However, other cultural identities and differences worth 
exploring could include regional cultures, gender cultures, occupational cultures, sub-
cultural groups, etc. 
 
It is argued that, if what people actually say and do when they engage in ICC is to be 
explored and understood further, then an ethnomethodological, micro-analytic 
approach to research needs to continue, and to be taught to students of the area. This 
will not only lead to more, well trained potential future researchers, but will also 
encourage those involved to avoid assumptions about what goes on in ICC, and will 
emphasise the importance of looking at what actually happens in social interaction, 
and considering how ICC is demonstrably treated by those involved in it.
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Notes 
 
1. Please note that traditional CA transcript conventions of (for example) 
commas and full stops do not apply in the cases of extracts 1-3. Overlapping 
talk is still indicated by square brackets (‘[‘), and timed pauses still placed in 
parentheses (e.g. ‘(0.8)’). This is at the discretion of the researchers who 
originally published it. The transcripts have been reformatted, and only the 
English language translations reproduced for convenience, but otherwise they 
have not been altered. Please see the original papers and/or their appendices 
for transcriptions of the interactions in their original language. 
 
2. Because this paper is an overview of the literature in the area, and because of 
spatial constraints, extract analysis takes more of a glossal approach than 
would normally be the case in micro-analysis. Key points in the extract are 
attended to, but some issues not deemed to be vital to the point are overlooked. 
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Appendix 
 
[  ]  Overlapping utterances – ( beginning [ ) and ( end ] ) 
=  Contiguous utterances 
(0.4)  Represent the tenths of a second between utterances 
(.)  Represents a micro-pause (1 tenth of a second or less) 
:  Sound extension of a word (more colons demonstrate longer stretches) 
.  Fall in tone (not necessarily the end of a sentence) 
,   Continuing intonation (not necessarily between clauses) 
-  An abrupt stop in articulation 
?  Rising inflection (not necessarily a question) 
__  Underline words indicate emphasis 
↑  Denotes rising intonation 
↓  Denotes falling intonation 
¹ ¹  Surrounds talk that is quieter 
LOUD  Surrounds talk that is louder 
h  Audible aspirations 
.h  Inhalations 
(h)  Laughter within a word 
> >  Surrounds talk that is spoken faster 
< <  Surrounds talk that is spoken slower 
(( ))  Analyst’s notes 
(*) Approximations of what is heard; number of asterisks indicate number 
of syllables spoken 
$ $  Surrounds ‘smile’ voice 
 
Transcription Conventions modified from Atkinson and Heritage (1984) 
 
